FORBIDDEN JOURNEY
Like a true sahib, Peter rode a magnificent stallion. Its
name was Cloud and the beautiful brute was to be given as
a present to the Mir of Nagar from the Colonel. To complete
the description of our caravan—there were two Chinese
soldiers, Liu and Wu, who had to escort us to the frontier.
Liu was a dreamer with a big mouth. Peter was charmed
with his disarming simplicity. He was discreet and thought-
ful for us, and insisted firmly on paying for the tftak we used
to drink on the side of the road. Only he did not know a
word of Turki, which was a drawback in dealing with the
muleteers and the natives.
Everything would have been for the best in the best of all
possible worlds if, after the third day at Yangi Hissar (as far
as which we had to return on our earlier tracks), we had not
begun to have a bad impression of our caravan men. In
spite of the clearest warnings, they had not prevented Cloud
from kicking the animals near him. They had lost two tent
poles. And they went on asking to lie up for a day on the
plea that the animals were ill. Then we discovered that they
were transporting four bales of rugs which were much too
heavy for their horses. Satar would have to commandeer
some yaks at the first Kirghiz camp, and a native would have
to come with those "groaning cattle" as far as the camp after
that, so as to bring them back to their owner. And nobody
would be paid. We were very displeased and not less so when
later we gathered that Satar was passing off his bales as part
of our belongings.
We had left the oases with their channels of muddy
water, left the villages with their shaded main streets,
where easy-going Turkis in white placed slabs of dough in the
round insides of ovens, and cut up their sheep with the eternal
dust pervading the air about them. The caravanserais were
behind us, and the life one lived lying on their platforms while
donkeys lost their breath braying raucously at the heavens*
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